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Abstract
Students’ experiences and negotiation of transition to adulthood and communal living in halls 
of residence are the central themes of this paper which is based on the results of a survey 
carried out by the authors with students at Leeds Metropolitan University. Key questions 
in the survey elicited information about how students negotiate the experience of collective 
living, what strategies and practices they adopt, and how these relate to their transition to 
adulthood. 42 students from years one, two and three took part in focus groups, responded 
to questionnaires or completed reflective logs. Findings suggested that transition involves a 
physical and emotional journey, and has positive and negative aspects. One negative feature 
was conflict, and three distinct strategies emerged to deal with this: avoidance, direct challenge 
to others and determined socialisation. Students also developed a range of consistent and 
repetitive social and cultural practices, reflecting the non-linear character of transition to 
independence. At times these practices involved a conscious desire to delay obligation and 
responsibility. They also illustrated the rich and sometimes contradictory nature of collective 
living, and of how social relationships and adult identity are negotiated. Throughout the passage 
towards independence, rhythm, routine and ritual appear crucial in providing students with the 
means of negotiating collective living, and the personal experiences that follow from this. The 
overwhelming conclusion was that the choice to live in halls of residence was positive.
Rationale
This	research	evolved	as	a	result	of	seminar	discussions	with	students,	where	they	





































findings are related to class (students from poorer backgrounds tend to live at home) 
this does not alone explain the findings. Rather, both the practical problems faced by 




Communal and collective living
Student	experience	of	collective	living	can	take	many	forms,	but	what	seems	to	unite	





















(although internal to halls of residence) relate to, reflect and are shaped by normative 
expectations	of	social	life	external	to	halls	of	residence,	for	example	the	clock-led	times	























halls of residence? 
How do students negotiate the experience of collective living?
What	strategies	do	they	adopt	(individually	and	collectively)	and	how	do	
these relate to their transition to adulthood? 
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Research Strategy




























Informed consent, confidentiality and anonymity of participants were assured within 
the	focus	groups	where	sensitive	material	may	be	shared.	A	major	issue	was	that	of	
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Results







Three distinct strategies were adopted by students in response to specific difficulties 
arising	from	collective	living,	such	as	noise,	sharing	bathrooms	and	kitchens,	and	
harassment	or	bullying	by	others.	













reported becoming more emotionally dependent on their family, or finding it difficult 
to return home and adhere to parents’ routines. There was also mention of financial 
hardship	resulting	from	newly-found	independence.





attempting to adapt to changed circumstances. For most this state of flux and 
uncertainty	was	resolved	through	socialising	and	learning	about	each	other,	negotiating	
individual	and	collective	routines	and	rhythms	of	collective	living.	
Space and time, halls of residence and education
A	variety	of	routines	developed.	When	students	did	not	have	classes	or	work	to	attend,	
mornings	tended	to	be	solitary	and	slow.	Consistent	cultural	practices	included	a	form	




behaviours as a ‘regression’ away from adulthood, surrendering responsibility, direction 
and	obligations,	where	the	structure	of	clock-led	time	on	routines	became	blurred.	
Routines	associated	with	domestic	tasks	highlighted	some	challenges	encountered	by	
students on first entering halls, for example, having to phone home to find out how 




lunch replicated what students perceived to be ‘adult’ activities which they were now 
choosing to do for themselves with their flatmates. 
A	further	routine	was	preparation	for	nights	out.	This	began,	at	around	7.00pm,	with	
a ‘buzz’ associated with personal grooming: the noise of showers, music or hairdryers, 




smuggling large signs from buildings, or traffic signs and cones back into the hall of 
residence	(having	to	avoid	the	security	staff	in	the	process).	Sometimes	there	would	




a ritual response directed at flatmates who stayed out all night, returning in the same 











The findings support the notion that the transition to adulthood does not progress 
in	a	linear	fashion	(Thomson	et	al.,	2002).	Rather	it	involves	faltering	steps	towards	
independence,	critical	incidents	which	propel	students	forward,	and	a	conscious	decision	











a reference point for what they ‘should’ be doing. Social interactions allow students to 
learn about their flatmates; develop supportive networks; exchange information; discover 
themselves; learn to challenge, negotiate and manage tensions and conflict. Initially 
tentative	social	interactions	become	embedded	in	the	development	of	routines	and	
rhythms of collective living – individually, collectively, internally (within the flat), externally 










from the negative aspects of independence. The findings of Wilcox, Winn & Fyvie-Gauld 
(2005)	that	within	transition,	friends	provide	emotional	support,	equivalent	to	family	
relationships,	were	borne	out	in	our	research.	Similarly,	in	coping	with	and	responding	to	




adulthood. Such behaviours as ‘stealing’ signs or traffic cones and smuggling them 
back to the halls, as challenging authority figures, and the ‘walk of shame’ may be ways 
in	which	students	negotiate	questions	such	as	what	is	acceptable	or	unacceptable	
behaviour and who defines acceptability. Furthermore, it may be that the ritual itself, 
especially one involving a ‘prize’ for the most outlandish exemplar, celebrates, in the 
transition to adulthood, the freedom from influences normally constraining behaviour. 









In defying rules and expectations, students may be saying ‘Look at me, I am here, 




Limitations of the research
The	sample	used	in	this	research	has	a	heavy	female	bias.	Furthermore,	the	relatively	
small	sample	from	only	one	higher	education	institution	limits	the	general	applicability	of	
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